Bradshaw 1
Clayton Bradshaw
cb20103@gmail.com
Word Count: 4633
West Texas Ghost Story
I heard someone say there were no more ghosts in West Texas. That the oilmen drained
them all from the ground when they built the derricks that dotted the desert plains. This isn’t
quite true. I see the edges of their bright plastic hats and leather-palmed gloves around every rundown corner of Odessa, rising in the heat with the dust as plaster disappears from brick walls.
Sometimes, I trace their outlines in the air with my finger when the wind blows through, the dirt
trying to choke out what life dares to exist.
I draw them as they once were. Men and women filled with the nuclear fusion of a West
Texas sun. Folx before their dreams were carved into by this world, insides removed and
embalmed on a cold steel table, no chance to see Paris or Havana or any of the other places in
Mama’s books. I like to paint them in bright colors on my canvas, hoping to return some
optimism to their blank eyes.
My father is one of these ghosts. His impermanence forever fills out the dining room
table. I still don’t understand exactly what happened, but Mama says he just hollowed out. The
parts that made him human simply dissipated, never to grow back. It wasn’t his fault—just the
way things went. When something like that happens, there’s nothing anyone can do about it.
Mama caught me once when I was ten, sneaking into her bedroom closet to try on
Daddy’s football helmet from high school. I breathed in some of the moldy rubber and decadeold sweat before she snatched it from my head. “This isn’t for you,” she told me.
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A while back, I asked Mama about how they met. She smiled, told me it was something
out of a small-town storybook. More likely, she’d actually read it in one of her trashy romance
novels. But here’s what she claimed:
One day in high school, as she sat in the dry grass reading a book with her back against a
red brick wall, Daddy ran past chasing a small pig. He scooped the animal into his arms, then
handed her to his mother on the other side of the fence.
Mama said she giggled, adjusted the thick-framed glasses she wore back then. He
must’ve heard this because he turned his head and walked over to sit with her. Holding up his
hand, he said, “Damned thing bit me.”
She took his hand in hers and inspected it closer. The bite was barely enough to draw
blood, but she’d read somewhere that even small bites could cause infection. So she took him to
the school nurse’s office and cleaned up his wound with soap, water, some rubbing alcohol. He
winced. She said that hurt her—knowing her actions could cause this beautiful man pain.
After she finished cleaning up the wound, she smiled up at him. He was still staring at his
hand, either obsessed with the injury or afraid to meet her eyes. She asked, “Do you normally go
chasing after pigs during your lunch break?”
He said no, asked her to meet him outside the football field around when the sun was
beginning to disappear on the horizon. “I heard it’s supposed to be real romantic that time of
night,” he told her.
“You bought into the cliché,” I said at this point, but she ignored my comment.
When she pulled up in her rusted-out Gremlin, he was leaning against the low fence that
bordered the stadium. She kept the headlights on him a moment, taking in the outlines of
musculature visible through the tight shirt he wore under his letter jacket. “He was hot,” she told
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me, “even if he didn’t have that hair.” Mama always said there was something about his hair that
drew all the girls to him. Most of the boys in Rising Star kept their hair cut short to appease their
fathers—something about learning discipline to support their families in adulthood. But Daddy
wore the same sort of mullet as George Clooney on The Facts of Life—jet black and wavy,
flowing in the dry breeze like a sexy version of those wind cones next to the oil rigs outside
town.
She said she kept thinking about his hair as they sat cross-legged next to each other on
the stadium grass. Mama checked Daddy’s hand to see if he hadn’t found a way to get it infected.
It was fine, but she kept hold of it anyways.
The air above the stadium grew cool and dark as the stars joined the moon in that blanket
of spotted light which can only be seen in the Texas sky. Daddy finally grew the courage to put
his arm around her shoulder, and she leaned her head onto his chest. She said she felt safe
there—that no matter what might come out of that night, she’d have felt something for a boy the
first time in her life. She’d be able to experience those same sensations of love and lust the
women in her books described. She pulled him closer. I rolled my eyes.
When Daddy saw Mama the next day, he handed her a small flower he’d clearly picked
from the side of the street. “I like you,” he said. She smiled, took his hand in hers as they walked
to class.
Four months later, she was pregnant.

I saw a picture of their wedding once. It was one of those Polaroid instant photos that you
have to shake until your hand grows tired before it develops. The exposure must’ve been off
because there were two white streaks fading across the image like ghosts in white sheets
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obscuring the flimsy wood panel walls of Daddy’s childhood home. In the photo, my Daddy
looked pale and uncomfortable in a cheap, light blue tuxedo. Grandma told me it was the same
one he’d worn to prom.
I could also make out the white lace of Mama’s wedding dress and the over-the-top perm
she must’ve gotten from the only hair salon in Rising Star. I always felt like I was the core of the
whole ceremony—a massive baby bump providing a clear and obvious reason for the marriage. I
would be born two months later. Mama liked to say she went into labor the moment she walked
across the high school graduation stage.
Sometimes, I draw a facsimile of the photograph with a charcoal pencil. Mama’s dress
and my presence within her always take up the center of the page. I showed these drawings to
her about a year ago so she could see how much I understood the sacrifices she’d made for me,
the pain she bore to sustain me. That I knew the fried bologna sandwiches she fed me as a kid
were meals of necessity. But her eyes deepened and her mouth curled, as though a fire ant had
bitten her little toe.
When I miss him most, I experiment with my Daddy’s expression in the drawings.
Sometimes it’s the cocky grin of a proud soon-to-be father thinking about family dinners with his
hard hat and oil-soaked gloves sitting outside the front door. Other times, I draw him with a stern
look of concentration, a serious man preparing his body to disintegrate on an oversized oil rig.
Once, I drew him with tears streaming down his cheeks as though he knew of his hollowing to
come.
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I’ll never forget the first time I saw a man becoming hollow. Daddy took us to eat at a
Luby’s in Midland to celebrate his promotion at work. We sat down at the table with our food
and began to eat. I picked at the stewed tomatoes on my plate.
Mama glared at me. “Why did you get those if you don’t like tomatoes?”
“I don’t like raw tomatoes. These are cooked tomatoes” I replied.
Daddy laughed and poked Mama with a plastic miniature sword that was inserted in a
muffin. “Let him try it.” He handed her another tiny sword and challenged her to a duel. “We can
fight over who gets his tomatoes if he doesn’t like them.”
Mama rolled her eyes.
Daddy pouted and returned his attention to his plate. When I revealed—just as Mama had
predicted—I did not like stewed tomatoes either, Daddy pierced three of them with his sword to
and swallowed all three in one swift gulp.
At the next table over, a man sat quietly staring at his family, his eyes glossed over.
They’d finished eating, but no one seemed in a hurry to move. The daughter whispered
something to her brother that made the boy laugh. The father kicked the table, then raised his
hand to signal for silence.
The sight of his fingers hand struck me. It was the same gnarled hand of most oil workers
where dirt seemed permanently embedded in the sunbaked skin. But his wasn’t all there. It had
grown opaque in the light of the restaurant. It was somehow present and not—there but not quite
solid—with edges blurred against the light.
The man’s wife placed her head on the table and began to cry. Mama walked over to
check on her. The man turned his pale eyes towards her, but she pointed a long index finger with
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an oversized acrylic nail at him to stay seated. In those days, Mama carried an energy about her
that frightened men—especially hardened roughnecks.
She touched the woman’s shoulder and whispered something into her ear. The woman
nodded and sat up straight. She leaned close to Mama and said something I couldn’t quite make
out. Mama gave a comforting smile and nodded.
When she sat back down, Mama looked Daddy firmly in the eye. “It’s a disease what
they put y’all through,” she said before grabbing his middle two fingers and holding them close
to her heart.

Mama threw a party for Daddy’s birthday a couple months later. She decorated the
backyard with Dallas Cowboys stars and paper cutout footballs, stuffed Styrofoam cups into the
fence to spell out his name. The week before, she’d even gotten some iron railroad spikes nailed
into the dirt for Daddy to play horseshoes with his friends.
Daddy stood next to his smoker, a big offset one he’d welded together himself from
empty steel drums. He was proud of it—said he could smoke a whole hog in it if he’d the mind
too. He woke up early to toss a brisket on.
I asked him why he wanted to work so hard on his birthday, and he laughed. “It ain’t
work if you’re having fun.” I never bought into the line. Personally, I think he took pride in it the
same way I take pride in my drawings and paintings. West Texas men wouldn’t ever admit it, but
there was artistic accomplishment to smoking the perfect brisket, in getting the complexity just
right in the balance between the smoke and the salt.
His friends from work began to trickle in. The older ones brought their wives and kids. It
was nice to have someone to play with. I was too young to learn all their names, but I still
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remember the food they brought with them. Chips and salsa. Borracho beans. Potato salad.
Guacamole. Those little smoked sausages soaked in barbecue sauce. All the food Mama never
made at home.
Around noon, we got out first strange visitor. Daddy called him Frank, but I never saw
him speak. He retained the same indefinite essence and empty eyes of the man at Luby’s. Frank,
though, was hollowing out in his chest. I could make out the fence on the other side of him if I
stared hard enough.
I tried not to stare. After all, he didn’t do much—just sat still and straight in a lawn chair,
looking out into the desert behind the house. He didn’t bring a wife or kids. Just gazed into the
distance with a half-drunk bottle of beer in his hand.
By the time the sun set and the brisket finished cooking, there were three more men just
like this, all sitting in a row in the backyard, each one with a different body part evanescing. One
was losing a leg, another his arm, the last his ear. The only movement they made was to take a
sip of their beer. Even when I walked over to tell them the food was ready, all I received was a
series of four identical grunts.
When I asked Daddy about them, he just said, “Leave ‘em alone. They’ve had a rough
week.” I nodded and walked in to check on Mama. I was still a bit disturbed by the men, so I
asked her what she thought about it all. She just told me to watch after Daddy to make sure he
didn’t get too close to them.
That night, after everyone went home, I pulled out the sketchbook Grandma bought for
me. I sketched out the party—fathers playing horseshoes with their children, mothers drinking
tea as they gossiped in the corner—but I stalled when I tried to draw the strange men.
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They didn’t belong in the same picture as these others. Besides, I couldn’t get the shading
in the hollowed-out parts right. It was difficult to draw something that wasn’t there.

Daddy began to hollow out not long after his birthday. I was sitting in the living room,
playing with a Han Solo action figure, when he walked through the door and collapsed in the
hallway just outside his bedroom. Mama heard him fall and ran over to him. When I walked
over, she pointed at me to go back to what I was doing. “Daddy’s just tired from work,” she said.
As I crossed the threshold back into the living room, I glanced back. Mama removed
Daddy’s left work boot, but I couldn’t quite make out his foot. It contained the same diaphanous
dimensions I’d seen in those other men. The foot blurred into something solid at the ankle, but
everything below was almost crystalline.
The next morning, he seemed fine, aside from a distant look in his eyes. He walked
around as though the foot was still there, but I kept asking him if I could see it. I wanted to know
if it healed up, or if it was still fading away. I was curious about how much it hurt, if it did hurt.
Mostly, I just wanted to know how it happened—if it was an accident at work or if he’d caught it
from those other men like some kind of virus.
He grunted his annoyance a few times then asked me to drop it. He needed to get to work
before he was late. No reason to make the previous shift suffer because he wasn’t feeling well.
Oil work was rough, he said, and he couldn’t make any money if he didn’t show up on time.
I nodded my head in agreement as though I knew what he was talking about and grabbed
my backpack for school. Mama’d just finished her makeup and was rushing me to the car. She
didn’t want to be late for work either. “The world has expectations for timeliness,” she always
liked to say. “Another cliché,” I’d always reply.
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When I got to school, I pulled some colored pencils from my backpack and began
drawing Mama and Daddy as I’d seen them that morning. I struggled when I made it to Daddy’s
foot. I still didn’t understand how to draw something that wasn’t there. So I left it blank.

I watched my father hollow out and dissolve in the West Texas dust over the next few
weeks. It seemed like every time he came home from work, a new piece of him had faded from
existence.
One evening, it was his arm, a now-translucent extension from his blue work shirt.
Another night, it was his chest. I watched Mama rub baby powder all over the transparent parts
in an effort to see him—to know he was still there. I could hear her crying every night as I tried
to sleep.
He started communicating in grunts, much like his father did before he died. At dinner,
he pointed to what he what he wanted, and Mama would hand it to him. I’d never seen her take
orders from a man—especially not Daddy. Maybe she was worried he would completely dim out
of her life.
The day his hair vanished, she locked herself in her room for two days, only leaving for
work or to grab one of her romance novels off the living room bookshelf. Once, after he’d gotten
home from a particularly rough day at work, he caught me drawing and grumbled at me.
Grabbed my colored pencils and drawing paper to throw in the trash. I begged him to leave my
art supplies alone, but he just grunted again. I swear I could see his hand begin to fade faster as I
cried.
Fortunately, Mama heard the commotion and stopped him from looking for my other
supplies. She whispered into his ear, and he walked out the room. She helped me pick the rest of
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my pencils up. “He’s just worried about your grades. He thinks you should focus on your
homework more than drawing.”
I knew she was lying, but I didn’t let on that I knew. “What do you think, Mama?”
She smiled. “I think you should keep drawing. Maybe you’ll be an artist one day, head
out to Marfa or somewhere artsy like that.”
I promised her I would.

A couple months after the hollowing began, when the temperature dropped with the first
cold front of the year, Daddy took me out to Rising Star. Grandpa owned an old oil well he’d
sunk his money into back in the 80s before the oil bust. It never amounted to anything, but
Daddy liked to go out there to fix up the property in hopes someone might buy it up one day.
He’d decided to build a billboard on the edge of the property facing the road. He figured
the extra income might help Grandma out. And Daddy’d begun to grumble that he just needed
more work to set right whatever was happening to him. At this point, the only part of his body
that was still visible was the face poking out from under his Rising Star Wildcats ballcap,
growing red from the wind of a Texas norther.
The ride was silent. I could hear the gravel peppering the underside of Grandpa’s old
Ford Ranger as my head hit the roof on every bump. The truck didn’t have seatbelt or a heater,
so I sat in the passenger seat bundled up in a wool blanket I’d taken from Grandma’s closet.
When we loaded up in the truck, Daddy scowled at me, mumbled something about men needing
to cling to the cold, then started up the engine.
At the well site, he handed me a shovel and told me to start digging a hole where we
could set in the steel beams for the billboard. I didn’t own gloves, and my hands already started
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to grow stiff. I stabbed at the frozen ground, one firm push after the other, trying to pressure the
ground into loosening up by placing my foot on the shovel.
The dirt didn’t budge—it stayed put, determined to undermine the effort to impress my
father. My palms began to burn against the steel handle of the shovel. The steam rising from
under my jacket fogged up my glasses.
When my finger began to ache, I started to cry. This only made my glasses fog up
quicker. Daddy took the shovel from me and used it to point to the truck. I sat in the passenger
seat, wrapped myself up in the blanket.
After a few minutes, the guilt scorched my cheeks. I was determined not to let Daddy
down. I walked over to him, asked for the shovel, began exhuming the earth again. I kept digging
through the pain, through the shame he’d instilled in me, through the faux sense of responsibility
he’d constructed in me. In West Texas, he’d always say, work makes a man. If I wanted to grow
and live, I needed to embrace the cold horrors life had to offer.

Grandma came down from Rising Star at the end of that month, just before Daddy
completely disappeared. I ran out to greet her when she pulled up in Grandpa’s old truck. Her
little pig, somehow still agile, jumped out when the door opened. I ran back and hid in my room.
Grandma walked inside and took a quick tour of the house. She hadn’t been to Odessa
since we moved into that house—she’d been fairly busy with her own work as a photographer
for the Rising Star newspaper. Plus, she’d been a little upset at Mama for not inviting her to visit
when we moved in.
But Mama needed Grandma to watch after me while her and Daddy took a weekend
trip—a chance to save what was left of her husband, she called it. When she made it to the
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backyard, she called me outside with her. “See how dirty this is?” she asked, pointing at the
smoker.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“We need to clean this up. Go get some dish soap, some sponges, and a bucket.”
When I returned, she made me scrub the smoker. I scraped at the rust and dirt and smoke
residues with the abrasive side of the sponge. As I worked in the soap, bits of rust embedded
themselves beneath my fingernail. I would shriek in pain, and my grandmother would tell me to
suck it up. But his smoker—the vehicle of Daddy’s pride—was starting to crack and peel away.
The deeper we tried to clean, the more holes we found rusted through the steel. It was hollowing
just like Daddy.

That evening after supper, Grandma set me down at the table to draw with me. She
showed me some photographs of an art gallery in Marfa she’d taken for the newspaper in Rising
Star. She pointed at the paintings as asked, “You think you can paint this good one day?”
“I’ll be better,” I said.
“Good. ‘Cause a man needs a hobby. Your grandpa never did. Sometimes, I think that’s
why he never liked to talk. He didn’t have anything to say.”
We pulled out my colored pencils and began to draw everything we saw in those pictures.
My favorite was a sketch of big pinto horses as the vaqueros riding them patrolled the edges of a
canyon, driving their cattle into the desert.
Grandma said she’d seen these vaqueros’ ghosts out in Marfa. They appeared as lights
gently drifting over the horizon wanting to settle down on the road but knowing they never
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could, trapped in the veil which separates the living from the dead. So they hovered over the
desert to make sure no one ever forgot them.
When Mama and Daddy got home, all that I could make of Daddy was a single eyeball
floating through the door. I wondered if this is what Grandma meant about the ghosts in Marfa.
They’d lived hard lives, the dust swirling in their lungs, thin strips of leather their only protection
against the world. Perhaps they’d just hollowed out and the floating lights were that all that was
left of the hope they’d seen in the world.
As much as I wished that was the case, Daddy was completely gone by the end of the
week. There was no floating light—no orb offering hope above the roads between Odessa and
Marfa. Just an empty plate at the dinner table.

I started painting with watercolors after he completely faded away. Something about how
every stroke remained bright and clear against the paper felt uplifting, even when I painted a
portrait of Daddy. In watercolor, his transparency showed between the brushstrokes. He was
somehow whole because he fit the medium.
That first year, I figured I could cheer Mama up if I taped my portraits of Daddy to the
back of his chair. She cried the first time but asked me to keep doing it. I’d wake up early every
morning and paint him as I envisioned she remembered him—the football player with the
flowing hair she’d married at 17. And sometimes a breeze would flow through the house and
past the portrait as though Daddy was signaling his approval.
We knew he was present. Sometimes, I could hear him groan when I went near his
smoker. Mama would begin to cry every time she saw a football game on the TV. My hands
would hurt every time I saw a shovel. And, of course, his football helmet kept me company on
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Saturday mornings when Mama wasn’t looking. His spirit remained in attendance even if his
physical body did not.
On top of all that, Mama kept getting checks in the mail. She supposed he only existed at
work with the other ghosts whose lifeblood been drained with the oil, but she was too frightened
to drive up to his rig to see if he was really there.
She claimed he was likely just working because West Texas men stayed productive until
they were carried by the wind, pushed out to the desert with the dust. I sometimes felt this was
another romanticized line of hers, but it felt strangely true.

The checks kept coming until just after my eighteenth birthday a couple of months ago.
Mama didn’t have the energy to sort out why they stopped, so one morning I drove up to the oil
well where Daddy worked. When I stepped onto the site, the dust swirled up around me, and I
began to see silhouettes in the wind.
I thought about reaching out to touch one of the silhouettes, but a man grabbed me by the
shoulder and asked me where my hard hat was. I turned and looked at the man, unable to give an
answer. “Are you new?” the man asked.
“No. I’m just looking for my dad. He works here.” I gave the man his name.
The man looked down for a moment then shook his head. “I’m sorry. I haven’t seen him
in a while.”
I walked back to the truck, hoping to hear Daddy call my name. When he didn’t, I sat in
the driver’s seat with my notebook out. I tried to make out the shapes of the people in the dust,
but they disappeared from my sight. I couldn’t even conjure them up in my mind.
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Instead, I decided to draw the dust billowing up in front of me, believing Daddy to be
buried somewhere in the particles. With the bright colored pencils I’d brought with me, I drew
him chasing a pig in a dirt storm, tornadoes in the distance.
I drew him smoking a brisket with his arm around Mama.
I drew his long, flowing hair and his belief in a future with Mama in an old brick house
and his plans for teaching me to play football when I was old enough to absorb a tackle.
I drew until my hand hurt and the sun began its red-orange descent over the West Texas
desert.
Oil workers gave me dirty looks as they walked by. But I didn’t care. I wanted no part of
this life that causes people to become hollow and to see their dreams pounded into the very
particles their ghosts traveled through.
All I wanted was to drive to Marfa and paint bright colors gently floating over the beige
dirt that chokes out West Texas men.

